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Since Dec. 17, Peru has been gripped by a hostage crisis of international proportions. Members
of the rebel Movimiento Revolucionario Tupac Amaru (MRTA) are holding 74 diplomats and
businessmen inside the Japanese ambassador's residence in Lima. As the crisis enters its fourth
week, few signs of a breakthrough are evident, and the Peruvian government has apparently chosen
a strategy of wearing down the Tupac Amaru rebels, rather than accommodate their demands.
The crisis began about 8:30 p.m. on Dec. 17 when approximately 20 members of the MRTA entered
the compound where about 500 people were celebrating Japanese Emperor Akihito's birthday under
a tent on the lawn. After an hour- long exchange of gunfire with police and security guards, the
rebels took control of the compound and the guests. Almost immediately, the guerrillas released
more than 150 guests, mostly women, including Peruvian President Alberto Fujimori's mother and
sister.
Over the next few days they released more hostages, including a group of 200 freed on one day and
smaller numbers ranging from one to 40 on several other occasions. However, no hostages have
been released since Jan. 1. As of Jan. 9, 74 hostages remain inside Ambassador Morihisha Aoki's
residence, 19 of whom are Japanese diplomats and businessmen. Among the remaining hostages
are Peruvian Foreign Minister Francisco Tudela and Bolivia's ambassador to Peru, Jorge Gumucio.
Gumucio is the only remaining hostage who is neither Peruvian nor Japanese. The MRTA's
demands have undergone several modifications since the crisis began. They first threatened to kill
the hostages unless the government freed approximately 460 MRTA militants now in Peruvian jails.
They also demanded safe transport to a central jungle area, a commitment by the government to
change its neoliberal economic policy, and the payment of an unspecified "war tax."
A few days after the takeover, the rebels briefly dropped their call for the release of MRTA members
from prison and instead focused on demands to improve conditions in Peruvian jails and to adopt
measures to alleviate poverty in Peru. Nevertheless, in early January the rebels reversed themselves
again, renewing their demand for the release of jailed MRTA members. The jailed members of
Tupac Amaru include the group's leader, Victor Polay, who was captured in 1990 and later freed
during a spectacular prison break carried out when accomplices on the outside dug a tunnel
more than 100 meters long into the prison. Polay was recaptured in June 1992 and is serving a life
sentence. Other top MRTA commanders conceded defeat and surrendered in July 1993.
The MRTA is the smaller of Peru's two main guerrilla groups, emerging in 1984, four years after the
larger Maoist group Sendero Luminoso. Tupac Amaru's last significant action in Lima occurred in
December 1995 when members battled police near a rebel safehouse. The conflict ended with the
surrender of the rebels, including the group's second-ranking leader Miguel Rincon. US citizen Lori
Berenson was arrested shortly before the shootout and was charged with treason and helping to
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plan an attack on Congress. Berenson was sentenced to life imprisonment following a controversial
trial by a military court (see NotiSur, 01/19/96).
After meeting with his cabinet, on Dec. 20 President Fujimori said he would "not accept the notion
of freeing any terrorist imprisoned in a Peruvian penitentiary." Since then, the Peruvian government
has steadfastly repeated Fujimori's vow that he will make no concessions to the guerrillas. On the
contrary, the government has demanded that the rebels release all hostages, lay down their arms,
and unconditionally surrender.
Because the hostages initially included top diplomats from more than 20 countries, the crisis
immediately assumed international proportions and subjected the Peruvian government to intense
and sometimes conflicting pressures from foreign governments regarding the best way to respond
to the MRTA demands and protect the lives of the hostages. The US advised against making
concessions to terrorists, while Japan cautioned against any risky attempt to rescue the hostages who
at one point included 17 Japanese diplomats and more than 40 Japanese businessmen.
The international scope of the crisis led to tensions between Peru and some other countries that had
diplomats inside the compound. For example, on Dec. 24, Uruguayan justice officials released two
members of the MRTA who had been jailed in that country. Later that same day, the rebels released
the Uruguayan ambassador from the Japanese compound in Lima, provoking charges from several
governments that Uruguay was jeopardizing the entire operation by dealing unilaterally with the
rebels. Uruguay, however, insisted that the timing of the release was a coincidence, but the move
angered the Peruvian government.
Meanwhile, in contrast to Uruguay, on Jan. 5 Bolivian Foreign Minister Antonio Aranibar said his
nation has no intention of releasing the four Tupac Amaru rebels that are jailed in Bolivia, despite
the Bolivian ambassador's continued captivity in the Japanese compound. He said Bolivia has had
no contact with the rebels and supports Fujimori's position that no rebels should be exchanged
for hostages. Since the crisis began, the Red Cross has been involved in monitoring the situation
inside the ambassador's residence, bringing in food and supplies and accompanying those hostages
released by the rebels.
Although Fujimori named Education Minister Domingo Palermo as chief negotiator, both Red Cross
representative Michel Minnig and Juan Luis Cipriani archbishop of Ayacucho and close friend of
Fujimori have played active roles in trying to end the standoff. At first, political opponents rallied
in support of the government. However, criticism is increasing as the crisis drags on. International
press organizations protested the arrest of a Japanese journalist and his Peruvian translator, who
entered the compound when a door was left open on Jan. 7.
In addition, some of the released hostages have complained that the secret service has followed
them and tapped their phones since their release. Critics are also beginning to ask more openly
about breaches in security that allowed the MRTA to enter the compound so quickly and round up
the dignitaries. Police initially said the rebels entered disguised as waiters, concealing guns and
ammunition in flower arrangements and food. But later it appeared that at least some guerrillas
came in from the outside blowing a hole in an inside wall of an adjoining house and scaling the
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compound wall elsewhere from a parking lot. Lima analysts predict that the lapse of security and
intelligence work that allegedly allowed the Tupac Amaru rebels to carry out the takeover will lead
to a massive shake-up of those in charge of the country's security forces.
In fact, Fujimori has already replaced Maximo Rivera head of the anti-terrorist force (Direccion
Nacional Contra el Terrorismo, DINCOTE) with police Gen. Marcelo Nakamura. Ex- DINCOTE
head Rivera is one of the hostages the rebels are still holding in the compound. The New York
Times reported that Peru failed to act on warnings received in seized documents, intelligence from
informants, and previous attacks that rebels were planning a raid similar to the one they carried
out. According to US and Lima press reports, on various occasions, Peruvian secret service and
intelligence reports warned of the dangers of the government's "triumphalist" and overconfident
attitude. The warnings were ignored by security leadership, including Gen. Rivera, an oversight that
is now costing him and the Fujimori administration dearly. Gaston Barua, mayor of the upper-class
San Isidro district where the ambassador's home is located, admitted that police vigilance was down
during the party, with only about 15 agents guarding the compound.
Peruvians appeared stunned that the small, nearly defeated rebel group with little following could
pull off the most spectacular raid in memory. "Just that this has happened has damaged Fujimori's
image, whatever the outcome is," said political scientist Fernando Rospigliosi, a Fujimori critic and
columnist for the magazine Caretas. The image of the Tupac Amaru guerrillas holding high- ranking
hostages has evidently shaken confidence, not only in the government, but in Peru as a whole.
The Lima Stock Exchange was forced to close three hours early the day following the takeover, after
domestic stocks plummeted. The timing could hardly be worse, for Fujimori or for Peru. Fujimori's
popularity fell steadily all last year and now hovers slightly above 40%, compared with about
75% a year ago. His neoliberal economic program has failed to produce jobs, and after dramatic
growth in 1994 and 1995, the economy was nearly stagnant in 1996. At the same time, Peru's tourism
industry was finally rebounding after almost disappearing during the late 1980s and early 1990s
when guerrilla violence was at a peak. Many fear that the hostage crisis could again chill tourism.
The seizure also renews concern about the Japanese economic presence in Peru. Japanese targets,
such as restaurants and a cultural center, were bombed at the height of the guerrilla violence in the
early 1990s. Although Japanese investment and trade has never reached the levels some Peruvians
expected, Japan has given Peru about US$2.2 billion in aid since 1990, when Fujimori was elected.
Fujimori now faces an excruciating dilemma. Caving in to rebel demands or allowing a prolonged
standoff would undermine his tough anti-guerrilla policy. At the same time, any show of force
endangers the hostages and presents an even more serious risk to the president.
Raul Gonzalez, a specialist in security matters, said the military option "has been ruled out." He
said force could still be used as a negotiating tactic to keep the rebels scared, but such an option
was unlikely to happen unless the rebels harmed any of their hostages. "That type of operation only
happens in the first or second day," he said. "To intervene militarily with 700 journalists watching
would not only be inadvisable, it would be stupid." He said the government and the Tupac Amaru
rebels have one point in common neither side would benefit if the ordeal ended in bloodshed.
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The leader of the takeover, Nestor Cerpa Cartolini, has told reporters he is in no hurry to resolve
the standoff, but retired Gen. Jose Pastor says the strategy of drawing out negotiations favors the
government. "I think the government is applying the correct strategy, that of exhaustion," Pastor
said. "I think this will continue until the terrorists are physically and mentally worn out and they
reach a solution in the government's favor." Cerpa is considered a courageous and cool leader, but
analysts say he is not among those who make the political decisions for the group. "He is more of an
executor of others' plans than an inspired creator of initiatives," said sociologist Flavio Solorzano.
"He worked out how to get in alright, but I imagine he'll have trouble thinking up a way out."
Last week, the MRTA broke off contact with the government, saying the Fujimori administration had
adopted a "confrontational" position. According to Japanese press reports, the Peruvian government
has notified Japan that it will do nothing further to end the crisis until after the visit of Ecuadoran
President Abdala Bucaram on Jan. 13. The visit is being given top priority because of the need
to resolve the decades old border dispute between the two Andean neighbors. Many observers
say they expect the final outcome will involve an agreement to let the rebels leave the country in
exchange for the safe release of the remaining hostages. But that appears unlikely to occur soon.
(Sources: Inter Press Service, 12/18/96, 12/19/96, 12/23/96, 01/02,97; United Press International,
12/18/96, 12/19/96, 01/02/96, 01/05/97, 01/06/97; Miami Herald, 01/07/97; Associated Press, 12/19/96,
12/20/96, 01/09/96; Spanish news service EFE, 01/06-09/97; Newsweek, 01/13/97)
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